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Studies in Twentieth Century Literature a whole people through the interaction of an individual and a group is first of all to summarize the novels.
So lal (1930) introduces us to the Solal clan, a group of Sephardic Jews living on the Greek island of Cephalonia. Cohen shows us mainly the younger branch of the family, commonly called "Les Valeureux de France" because their ancestors came to the island from France in the eighteenth century, and passed on a tradition of fierce attachment to the land which, in 1791, made Jews citizens with all the rights of citizens. The present members of the family maintain their French nationality, and speak with sensuous pleasure a slightly archaic French. We are also introduced to Solal, the eldest son of the Rabbi Gamaliel, destined in the normal order of things to succeed his father as head of the Solal clan and spiritual leader of the Jews of Cephalonia and surrounding islands. But Solal prefers to break from family and religion. He seduces the wife of the French Consul and flees with her to Italy. He is parted from her, spends years wandering around Europe, then settles in France. He begins to rise in society, using, like Eugene de Rastignac before him, his attraction for women.
He rediscovers the Consul's wife, who has him made secretary to a powerful Senator. He speculates successfully on the Bourse, founds a newspaper, marries the Senator's daughter, and becomes a government minister. At the end of the novel, his career and marriage seem ruined because his wife cannot accept his strange family.
In Mangeclous (1938) , Cohen continues his portrait of the Valeureux: of Saltiel, the head of the group, and Solal's uncle; of Matthatias, the wealthy miser whose eyes are always fixed on the ground, searching for money others may have dropped; of Michael, the muscular Don Juan and synagogue guard; and of Salomon, the timid butt of everybody's ill-humour, but goodness incarnate. But most of all, we see Mangeclous, a Rabelaisian creation with the appetite of a Gargantua and the cunning of a Panurge. He and the other Valeureux set out for Switzerland on the receipt of a mysterious message from Geneva, accompanied by a generous cheque. They have deciphered the message as a summons from Solal, who is now an important man again, Under-Secretary General at the League of Nations. ( We are never told, however, how he has risen to this position.) In Geneva, the Valeureux amaze the inhabitants by their dress and behaviour, and complicate life for Solal.
Belle du Seigneur (1968) is set mainly in Geneva and takes up the story of Solal and of his love for Ariane Deume, wife of a minor official at the League of Nations. Solal, sickened by lack of concern at the League over the persecution of Jews in Germany, denounces nations which refuse entry to Jewish refugees. He is dismissed from his post and wanders around Europe with Ariane. Their love grows cold and their lives empty, and they commit suicide. We also glimpse the Valeureux, who visit Solal in Geneva, but it is in Les Valeureux (1969) that they come to the fore again. This novel, although published after Belle du Seigneur, was originally part of it, and comes before it in the logic of the series. It describes how the Valeureux once again visit Solal in Geneva, and their travels in Italy and England. It also shows us some more of Mangeclous's wild schemes, such as the one to set up a university in his own home (where the most popular course is on the art of seduction). We also hear some of his most fantastic tales, like the one told to a wide-eyed and joyous ancient (who pays him for what he hears) that he has converted the King of England to Judaism and has personally circumcised him in the House of Lords.
There is much humour, and even some wild comedy in these novels, most of it provided by the Valeureux. They are deliberately presented as caricatures of the "typical" Jew: obsessed with money, mean, dirty and cowardly. 6 strength, his will to dominate others). Viewed in this light, the cultural pretensions of women in "polite" society seem ludicrously hypocritical. Women love "cultural" talk from men because only men with a certain position in society can afford it, and it is therefore a sign of power: "Il dit qu'il aime Kafka. Alors, l'idiote est ravie. Elle croit que c'est parce qu'il est bien intellectuellement. En realite, c'est parce qu'il est bien socialement." 41 Even the hallowed conventions surrounding romantic love in Western society are, Cohen says, mere masks to hide the importance of physical beauty and strength. They also serve to hide the less lovely aspects of man's physical nature. The Valeureux, unaccustomed to Western ways, observe these conventions in amazement, and act as a chorus commenting on them. Mangeclous especially cannot understand why, since it is man's physical side which is the basis of love, it is considered necessary to hide that the body has its unlovely functions. In his lecture on the art of seduction, he poses an interesting question: what would have happened if, when Vronsky met Anna Karenina, he had suddenly been stricken by diarrhoea? He goes on to paint a hilarious picture of Anna pouring forth her passion while Vronsky, in despair, asks her to leave the room while he creates "poetry" for her. While she 18 Studies in Twentieth Century Literature is out of the room, Vronsky, afraid she may hear the water closet, has to use his hat. All the while, he plays the piano to hide the noises. At this moment, in rushes Anna's husband. Would Anna still love and defend Vronsky in these circumstances, Mangeclous asks?
This lecture amounts to another attack on Western mores. Mangeclous's acceptance of his fat, ugly wife and her bowel problems is presented as being much saner than the antics of "polite" society. Cohen depicts Jews as much more aware of the true nature of man (which is, presumably, why the Law tries to tame this nature, rather than hiding it behind hypocritical conventions). Jews as he shows them are not shocked by human nature, nor by man's physical needs. Solal contrasts the Western obsession for beautiful women with the Jewish custom of shaving a woman's head and covering it with a wig when she marries. Westerners find this grotesque, but Jews see beyond the outward appearances. "Mais une Juive a perruque ne perd jamais son prestige, car elle s'est mise sur un plan oil les miseres physiques ne peuvent plus decouronner," he concludes. 42 Even Solal's affair with Ariane, which promises to be different, and which is movingly described in its initial stages, fails because Solal sees through her cultural pretentions. Like his marriage to Aude, it is also destroyed because he is Jewish. He is never able to cut himself off completely from his background, and he maintains contact with the Valeureux. At first, they are primarily an embarrassment, and their arrival on the scene shortly before his marriage almost prevents it from taking place at all. The Senator, his future father-in-law, cannot tolerate the idea of having such grotesque relatives, so he dismisses Solal from his employment and tells him to forget his daughter. Even Aude, although she insists on marrying Solal, can never feel at home with his family. She makes a great effort to accept them when her husband houses them and several other members of the Solal clan in their chateau, but she fails, and the marriage breaks up.
Solal's first reaction to the threat posed by his family is to repudiate them publicly and to throw his father and uncle out of his house. He finds, however, that the bonds tying him to them are too strong, and he begs his father's forgiveness. Even 
